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Story Of The Gallant'Little Ship Ot Suffolk 


EDITOR'S NOTE: The 
following is a letter about the 

“life” of a ship, the Marquis 
Lafayette, that spent some of 
its years on and literally in 
the Nansemond. It is taken 
from the Virginia Register, 


The following narrative of 
the escape and subsequent 
cruises of the private armed 
ship Marquis Lafayette, 
during our revolutionary 
war, was written by the late 
John Cowper, Esq., of Nor- 
folk, at the request of the 
subscriber, who was in- 
timately acquainted with 
Capt. Meredith, and several 
of the other officers; amongst 
them Capt. Christopher 
Tompkins, Col. George Wray, 
and Mr. Ross Mitchell, the 
pilot, all of whom were from 
Hampton. 

This gallant ship was 
frigate built, and sailed fast. 
The circumstances narrated 
by Mr. Cowper who was a 
volunteer on board of her, are 
still familiar to those who 
have any distinct recollection 
of the transactions of those 
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Norfolk, April 6th, 1833. 
Dear Sir, ~ I have often 
promised you that I would put 
on paper the circumstances 
attending the remarkable 
escape of the private armed 
ship Marquis Lafayette, from 


Nansemond River, through 
Hampton Roads, during the 
revolutionary war. This 
promise I shall now re- 
deem, as far as some 
memoranda, which by 
accident, I recently found, 
and memory will permit. The 
circumstances are yet very 
Strongly impressed on my 
mind, having occurred at a 
period of my life, when very 
strong impressions are 
made; besides which, I was 
deeply interested in many 
ways, in the result of an at- 
tempt deemed so very dif- 
ficult, if not impossible, at the 
time it was undertaken. 

The ship Marquis Lafayette 
was owned by my father and 
his two brothers, trading as 
merchants, under the firm of 
Wills Cowper & Co., and 
residing near Suffolk, that 
town having been destroyed 
by the enemy in the year 1779. 
The ship was commanded by 
Captain Joseph Meredith, 
and was calculated to carry 
26 guns, including 6 quarter 
deck guns; but at the time 
alluded to, mounted only 12 
guns, six pounders, and was 
manned with only 40 persons 
of all descriptions. 

There was something so 
extraordinary in the fortunes 
of this ship, that although not 
connected with her escape, 
they may not be deemed to be 
without interest. She was 


It’s Still There 
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built within half a mile of 
Suffolk, and every 
preparation for launching her 
was made, to be carried into 
execution the next day, when 
an express arrived, stating 
the arrival in Hampton Roads 
of a British fleet. This was 
about the middle or latter 
part of October, 1780. It 
proved to be a fleet of ships of 
war and transports, having 
on board an army under the 
command of Major General 
Leslie. The main army 
landed without a moment’s 
delay, and took possession of 
Portsmouth, while two 
detachments were sent up 
Nansemond river, one lan- 
ding on the south side of the 
river, and the other on the 
north side, intending to unite 
(as they afterwards did) at 
Suffolk. The owners of this 
ship, apprized of the ap- 
proach of the enemy, 
hastened their preparations 
for launching, to prevent her 
being burned on the stocks. 
They completed their 
operations of launching, and 
had her scuttled and sunk in 
about eighteen feet water, 
only about half an hour before 
the detachment that landed 
on the south side of Nan- 
semond River arrived at 
Suffolk. Whether from the 
haste in sinking it was im- 
perfectly done, is not known; 
but in a very few hours she 
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was raised, and subsequently 
taken down to Portsmouth. 
Fortunately her sails and 
rigging had been removed to 
about seven miles from 
Suffolk. On the night of the 
same day on which she was 
removed, the detachment 
that landed on the north side, 
came to the place where the 
sails, rigging, etc. were 
stored, and remained nearly 
half a day, but did not open 
the house where they were 
stored. 

On the arrival of the ship at 
Portsmouth, preparations 
were made to fit her out and 
send her to New York; but at 
this moment, General Leslie 
received orders to evacuate 
Virginia without delay, which 
he did; and the ship was 
again sunk at Gosport. The 
owners lost no time in raising 
her, and taking her up 
Nansemond River. They had 
nearly prepared for sea, 
when about the latter end of 
December, or early in 
January, Arnold arrived in 


Virginia, and was sub- 
sequently followed by 
General Philips, and the 


State permanently invaded; 
in addition to which, Lord 
Cornwalis was expected in 
Virginia. 

It was at this juncture that 
Captain Meredith took 
command, and prepared for 
the enterprise in which he 
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afterwards succeeded. Those 
who know what situation the 
country was in at that time, 
will appreciate the dif- 
ficulties which presented 
themselves to such an un- 
dertaking. The cavalry and 
infantry of the enemy were 
daily, and the artillery oc- 
casionally, on the shores of 
the Nansemond, as high up as 
the head waters. It was most 
dangerous to remain a 
moment in the narrow 
waters, and accordingly the 
ship was moved near the 
mouth of the river, where it is 
wide; but this movement 
brought Her in full view of the 
enemy’s ships. The entrance 
of Nansemond river is ex- 
tremely difficult, and it was 
believed that the enemy had 
not a pilot, who could bring a 
ship of sufficient force to 
attack this ship into that 
river. They did not attempt it, 
but sent some boats in the 
night, which were 
discovered, and retreated 
without making the attempt. 


In this situation the ship 
remained a long time, until 
about the ist of May, 1781. 
This delay arose from the 
difficulty to procure seamen 
to navigate her, should we 
succeed in putting her to sea. 
At length, however, they 
were procured, and about this 
time, the movements of the 
enemy indicated that the 
delay of one night might 
render all further attempts 
abortive. To my _ best 
recollection, it was on the 
second or third of May that it 
was decided that on that night 
the attempt should be made, 
although the moon was ad- 
vanced in her second quarter. 
In the morning Captain 
Meredith, with one of the 
owners, accompanied by a 
skilful Hampton pilot, named 
Ross Mitchell, went down in 
the ship’s barge to recon- 
noitre the position of the 
enemy’s ships. They were 
distributed nearly as follows: 
One ship of the line, a frigate 
and a sloop of war lay under 
Newport Noose; two frigates 
and two sloops lay off 
Hampton bar, about half a 
mile from each other; three 
vessis of war were 
distributed in different parts 
of the road, and from whom 
nothing was to be ap- 
prehended, unless those 
higher up should give notice 
of our approach; which was 
also to be apprehended from 
the ships under Newport 
Noose. It ought to have been 
stated, that the orders were 
issued by Captain Meredith in 
the morning, before he went 
down to the Roads. All spirits 
were forbidden to be used on 
that day. After entering 
Hampton Roads, the duty of 
the ship was to be carried on 
in a tone so low as not to be 
heard out of the ship. The 
guns to be loaded, but not to 
be fired without special or- 
der, even if we were fired 
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into. Captain Meredith stated 
to his officers, that by not 
returning the fire of the 
enemy, we might pass for one 
of their own ships, and it 
might cease; but if we fired, 
our character could not be 
mistaken. He further stated, 
that upon entering the Roads, 
almost a dead silence must be 
observed. His plan was to get 
among the transports, as 
near to them as possible, and 
to keep one or more of them 
between him and the ships of 
war. 

All things being ready at 
dark, we got under way, with 
the ebb tide, and a moderate 
breeze at about w.n.w. and 
proceeded down. Having 
cleared the river the road 
pilot took charge, and a boat 
was ready to take off the 
river pilot, when the wind 


_became light, and in a short 


time it was calm. This was an 
awful moment — to return 
was impossible, on account of 
the tide — nothing remained 
but to anchor. Captain 
Meredith was pacing the 
quarter deck, and with much 
anxiety looking to the north 
west, when an officer came 
and said that all was ready to 
let go, and that the pilot 
notified that it must be done 
immediately, as the ship 
could not be commanded. 


“Orders were given to let go 


the anchor, when Captain 
Meredith called out ‘‘stop!’’ I 
was near to him and heard 
him exclaim, ‘I see the cloud 
from whence we shall have a 
wind.”’ At this moment the 
higher sails began to swell, 
the top-sails bent, and im- 
mediately spread themselves 
to the breeze. Those who 
know how a north west wind 
comes on, will know what was 
the effect. 


At length we passed the 
ships near Old Point Comfort, 
and began to feel easy, when 
we approached a very large 
shi at anchor, near 
Willoughby’s Point. She 
hailed us, but no answer was 
given; and what she was we 
never knew — probably some 
ship that had come in that 
afternoon, and anchored upon 
the making of the ebb tide. 

A very short time elapsed 
before we cleared Cape 
Henry, and after a sound 
sleep I found myself on blue 
water; and I was as much 
rejoiced as I had ever been, 
on my return to port after a 
leng voyage. Escaped from 
an enemy that was gathering 
round us every day, and by 
whose grasp we must have 
been shortly seized, the ocean 
was hailed as our deliverer. 

These are the material 
facts of an escape that was 
thought miraculous at the 
time, but to me it appears to 
have been less so than I could 
have supposed. The rapidity 
of the ships movement when 
under way was such, that it 
was impossible to have 
stopped her unless it was 
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known that she was on the 
way down; and it is sur- 
prising that the enemy’s 
ships did not keep a better 
look out. 


As the history of this ship, 
to her final end, has excited 
an interest with you, although 
not important, I will resume. 

After getting to sea, 
Captain Meredith decided to 
get into the first port, and 
accordingly he made for the 
Delaware, and early in the 
morning made land a little to 
the south of Cape Henlopen. 
Upon coming up with that 
Cape, we saw a large British 
frigate (as supposed) at 
anchor, who was soon under 
way, in chase of us. By four 
o'clock, P.M., she gave up the 
chase, and we pursued our 
way for Rhode Island, wheer 
we arrived without accident. 

At Rhode Island the ship 
was completely armed and 
fitted with 18 guns — 6 
pounders — on the battery, 
and 6 fours on the quarter 
deck, and -140 men, with 
which she proceeded on a 
cruise off the port of 
Charlestown, (as then called) 
S.C. which was occupied by 
the British. 

After returning to Rhode 
(sland, Captain Meredith 
proceeded on another cruise, 
which was cut very short by 
the following circumstances. 
Captain M. determined to 
look into the Chesapeake, and 
then proceed to Charleston 
and Savannah.On the 5th of 
September, 1781, being off 
Hogg Island, stood in to the 
south, and about meridian 
saw a fleet ahead, and to 
leeward- upon standing on, 
perceived it was a fleet of 
British ships of war, formed 
into a line of battle. Presently 


we saw a French fleet beating” 


out of the Capes of Virginia. 
About 3 or 4 o'clock an action 
commenced. These were the 
fleets of De Grasse and 
Graves. About sun down, the 
French bore away for the 
Capes. It was this naval 
action, and the arrival of the 
Rhode Island squadron, 
which we also saw going in, 
that put an end to the hopes of 
Lord Cornwallis at York. 
About dark we hauled off to 
the eastward, wind light, and 
so continued until daylight; 
when we saw two frigates, 
about two miles to leeward 
and abreast of us. Captain 
Meredith immediately 
tacked ship to the westward. 
It may be proper here to 
state, that after our return to 
Rhode Island, under the 
impression that our ship 
required more sail, a change 
took place in sparring her. 
The foremast was sprung at 
the head, in the early part of 
last cruise in chase; it was 
well fished, and answered 
very well; but it was taken 
out, the mainmast put in for a 
foremast, and a new main- 
mast procured. It is 
astonishin how _ these 
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changes affected the sailing 
of the ship; and the very day 
we made the fleets, Captain 
M. had decided to return to 
Rhode Island, and take his 
old Virginia mast again. It is 
said that sharp vessels are 
eaily put out of trim; and 
therefore, when they are 
found to sail well, beating 
every thing they meet, it is 
not wise to try to make them 
sail better. 

Captain Meredith was 
afraid of a long chase, and 
tacked to the westward, being 
about twelve leagues from 
the land. The chase com- 
menced, and we were in great 
danger, and must have been 
taken, if the headmost frigate 
had not so very frequently 
rounded to, in order to give 
her broadside. This she was 
induced to do by our nearing 
the land. Captain M. now 
consulted his pilot, Ross 
Mitchell of Hampton, upon 
the soundings, and to know if 
he could anchor him, so as to 
be out of close gunshot of the 
frigate. He said he could. The 
necessary preparations were 
made, and the chase con- 
tinued, until we got in three 
fathoms water, and an order 
was issued to let go the an- 
chor, when the frigates 
hauled off, and made for the 
fleet. It was understood that 
they were the Iris and Rich- 
mond. We returned to Rhode 
Island, where Captain M. and 
the writer left her. 

She made another  suc- 
cessful cruise under Captain 
Munroe, and had a severe 
engagement with a Liverpool 
Letter of Marque, of 16 nine 
pounders and 87 men, which 
she captured. Captain 
Munroe received a wound 
which obliged him to leave 
the ship. 

‘The Marquis returned to 
Rhode Island, and was or- 
dered to Virginia (to take a 
cargo of tobacco, for Fran- 
ce,) to be coppered, which in 
those days could not be well 
done here. She was now 
drawing to a premature 
death. Under an indiscreet 
commander, a little to the 
southward of Cape Henry, 
she was chased by a frigate, 
from whom she was getting 
away fast, when another 
frigate was discovered, 
shaping her course to cut the 
Marquis off from Cape 
Henry. The Virginia officers 
that remained, assured the 
commander that they could 
round the Cape, without the 
danger of more than one or 
two broadsides at most, and 
perhaps without one. He was 
not a Meredith, but ordered 
the helm to be put up, and run 
this gallant, enterprising 
little ship ashore; and thus, 
after so many hair-breadth 
escapes from danger, she 
was lost, When the danger 
existed only in apprehension. 

I have written this in great 
haste, and with other 
business before me, requiring 
immediate attention. J.C. 


ROO 


BE SAFE ... 
BE SURE ... 


OFF SHORE! 
BUY THE BEST 


Complete line of Marine Electronic Equipment, depth 
sounders, chart recorders, ship-to-shore radios, and 
radar, also, extensive line of CB radios, antennas, etc. 


ELECTRONICS INC. 
6431 Tidewater Drive © Norfolk, Va. 23509 - 


Telephone (804) 855-0141 


. 


SS 


pet ae 


yet ee 


Poses 
Fees. 


=F EPs ee rrrrr? > 
Beocseses FI¢ 


eevvewere 


ee 


AA AAAS RRR ee 
‘ 


: 


